Abstract. The harm to offspring hypothesis, which says that parental investment should be related to the harm that offspring without parental care would suffer, was tested on meadow pipits, Anthus pratensis. We placed a stuffed European weasel, Mustela nivalis, 5 m from seven nests with exothermic 1-3-day-old nestlings. We measured air temperature and the cloacal temperature of the nestlings at the start of the trial and the time elapsing between the removal of the weasel model and the parent's first entry into the nest. We compared pairs of trials at each nest when nestling condition was good (normal cloacal temperature) and when it was temporarily poor (reduced cloacal temperature). The hypothesis predicts a shorter elapsed time when nestling condition was poor. In all cases the females entered the nest before the males and entered more quickly when nestling condition was poor. The results thus supported the harm to offspring hypothesis.
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The Association for the Study of Animal Behaviour
The trade-off between investment in current versus future reproduction is considered the central issue in life-history theory (Clutton-Brock 1991; Stearns 1992). In altricial birds, a parental tradeoff between feeding or defending young and the risk of predation to the parents affects how much investment is made in current versus future reproduction. Montgomerie & Weatherhead (1988) suggested that parental behaviour is affected by the physiological vulnerability of the offspring. Dale et al. (1996) expanded on this idea with their harm to offspring hypothesis, which says that parental investment should be related to the harm that offspring without parental care would suffer. This hypothesis predicts that parents should take greater risks for younger offspring, or for offspring in poorer condition, because the marginal benefit of parental care is largest in such cases (Dale et al. 1996) . However, how does the experimenter determine immediate offspring condition, and what could be the key factor allowing parents to evaluate it?
We can indirectly determine nestling condition of older nestlings by the intensity of their begging calls, but young nestlings may not call; for example meadow pipit, Anthus pratensis, nestlings do not call until 5 days old (Hö tker 1990). Another possibility is to evaluate the fat content of nestlings (Pinowski et al. 1996 ) but this is difficult in the field. A better indicator of condition in exothermic altricial nestlings is body temperature. As they grow, young nestlings must take over the maintenance of their own body temperature from their parents (O'Connor 1984) . Passerine nestlings begin to thermoregulate by day 4 (O'Connor 1984) and until this age their metabolic rate, and thus their body temperature, decrease quickly if the ambient temperature drops (Shilov 1973; O'Connor 1975; Verbeek 1988) . The female must therefore brood the nestlings to keep them warm. A steep decline both in the body temperature and in the metabolic rate of nestlings decreases nestling condition, and increases the parental investment necessary to warm the nestlings. Nestlings should be kept at an optimal body temperature so parents should time their visits to the nest in relation to nestling body temperature.
The harm to offspring hypothesis predicts that parents would take greater risks for offspring with low body temperature. Thus, we predict that parents should then return to the nest more quickly than when nestling body temperature is higher. In this paper we present results of a field test of this hypothesis, using the meadow pipit.
